Analysis of Horace\u27s Odes, Horace and Augustus:  Best Friends Forever by White \u2704, Erin
--
White46 White 
Analysis of Horace's Odes 
Horace and Augustus: Best Friends Forever 
Erin White 
Poetry speaks to the mind and heart of almost everyone. It summons 
many forgotten emotions and conjures new feelings as well. Poetry can be used to 
praise, slander, lament or inspire. Poems have been used to sell toys, books, songs 
and even ideas. Frequently, politicians utilize poems in speeches or slogans, in or­
der to help persuade the public that slhe is the right choice for office. While ancient 
societies rarely employed a democratic process, they too were riddled with propa­
ganda for the ruling class. Statues, songs and books all tell of the power and 
strength, courage and valor of the noble stations. This phenomenon is particularly 
evident in poetry composed during the Augustan era. Frequently, poems in this 
time period were praises of the mighty Octavian. While Horace falls into this genre 
ofcomposition style, he also utilizes several of his odes as a stealthy critique of the 
Augustan rule. 
The majority of Horace's Odes that refer to the ruler of the time period are 
wholehearted praises ofAugustus as a person, as a leader and as a unifier of the 
Roman Empire. In lam satis terries, Horace not only equates Octavian with the 
great leader of the past, Caesar, but also implies that Augustus was sent forth by the 
gods (Horace, 1.2). He further characterizes Augustus in this way when Horace 
writes, "To whom will Jupiter give the task of expiating our crime? ..while you Cae­
sar, are our leader" (Horace, 1.2.29-30, 52). With these phrases, Horace not only 
implies that the gods have chosen Octavian but that the highest of all, Jupiter, made 
the final decision for the leader of Rome. Further, Horace reveals that Augustus is 
the descendent of Romulus (Horace, 1.2-46) and openly refers to him as Caesar, the 
assassinated emperor, beloved even after death (West, 165). By giving Augustus 
this lineage, Horace is elevating Octavian to the status of a deity, for Romulus as 
well as Caesar were deified and made his way to Olympus. 
Horace continues this apparent deification ofAugustus in Quem virum aut 
heroa, when he begins his ode by questioning Clio, the muse, about the content of 
her songs (Horace, 2.12.1; West, 145). Specifically, Horace asks "What god" she will 
sing of (Horace, 2.12.3). He then proceeds to name all the great gods, goddesses 
and deified persons of ancient Rome. He mentions ( 
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:, 145). Specifically, Horace asks "What god" she will 
m proceeds to name all the great gods, goddesses 
and deified persons of ancient Rome. He mentions Orpheus, Jupiter, Pallas, Bac­
chus, Phoebus, Hercules, Romulus and Scami (Horace, 2.12). Finally, Horace com­
pletes his lineage with "the great Caesar" by imploring to Jupiter, "may you reign 
with Caesar second to you" (Horace, 2.12.51-52). He further emphasizes his point 
by stating, "as your subordinate, he will rule a joyful world in equality" (Horace, 
2.12.57). It is hardly possible to imagine a greater piece of propaganda than this, 
openly equating a mortal man to the impressive lineage of the gods. 
Horace further praises the ruler of Rome in many of his Roman Odes, a 
collection of six poems at the origin of Book 3. In iustum et tenacem, Augustus is 
depicted as sitting between two of the great heroes of the ancient world, Pollux and 
Hercules (Horace, 3.3.9-10). Pollux helped the mortal man through his interven­
tions at sea and in battle (West 143, 165). Likewise, Hercules rid the world of mon­
sters and evils (West, 165), eventually venturing to Olympus after death. Further, 
Horace characterizes Augustus as "drinking the nectar with his purple lips" 
(Horace, 3.3.12). The nectar which Octavian consumes is surely the nectar of the 
gods, for it has stained the emperor's lips a lavender hue (West, 165). Therefore, 
Horace is clearly deifying Augustus through his allusions. Perhaps the greatest 
propaganda in Horace's odes is Caelo tonantem, also found among the famous Ro­
man Odes (Horace, 3.5). Horace blatantly equates Octavian with the gods when he 
states, "Augustus will be held to be a god in our midst" (Horace, 3.5.2-3). There is 
no interpretation necessary here; clearly, Horace sees Augustus as a deity. 
Though Horace does appear to have great respect and admiration for Au­
gustus, he also shows some disagreement with aspects of the Augustan empire. In 
Odi profanum vulges, Horace critiques the royal lifestyle (Horace, 3.1). He makes 
references to Damacle, at the table of the Dionysius king. While eating, the warrior 
had an unsheathed sword above his head, hanging by a thread (Horace, 3.1.17; 
West, 163). This reference shows that all matters of life are ultimately controlled by 
chance and by the gods and that positions of power, such as that of a king are par­
ticularly susceptible to catastrophic transformation. In this way, it is possible to 
conceive that Horace felt the rule ofAugustus was also subject to the whims of 
fates. Specifically, when speaking of the rule ofthe gods, Horace states, "over kings 
rules Jupiter" (Horace, 3.1.6). This reference implies that though Augustus may be 
immortal in some respects, he is still under the ultimate discretion of the king ofthe 
gods. 
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Horace further criticizes Augustus' regime in his ode, Ne sit ancillae 
(Horace, 2-4). In this ode, Horace advises young Xanthus not to be ashamed of his 
love for a love slave girl (Horace, 241-2). He further emphasizes this point 
throughout the poem by celebrating former loves between master and servant. This 
approval of love affairs across the classes is directly counter to the Augustan moral 
reform of the time. In order to replenish the depleted aristocracy, Octavian at­
tempted to establish procreation solely among those within classes. Therefore, 
those individuals of noble descent should not spend times in the anns of those from 
a lower station in life (Horace in Diotima, 13). By encouraging the young Phocian 
to pursue his love for the slave girl, Horace is moving counter to the mandate of 
Octavian. 
While Horace no doubt revels in the Augustan Empire, he also chooses to 
explore his own political ideology. Though he lavishes praise upon Octavian in 
many of his odes, he also employs surreptitiousness techniques to tell of his own 
thoughts and concerns of the ruler of the day. This covert allusion to problems in 
society served to allow many of the Roman citizens of the day to view the works 
without risking exile from a furious emperor. It also allowed for a critical assess­
ment without risking the loss of friendship, as welL 
Horace Needs a Hug 
Love. Such a common theme in poetry. This is to be expected, for rarely is 
such intense emotion displayed as when individuals are infatuated, be it requited or 
not. Seldom is a poet discovered who has not or will not lament of love at some 
point. They speak of lost love, hopeful love, lust, scorn and eventual hatred, all 
through words that reveal that they too have felt the sting of Cupid's arrow. Horace 
is no different in this respect. In many of his famous Odes, Horace makes reference 
to adoration, showing both his admiration of the emotion and his distain. 
One of the poems in which Horace refers to emotions evoked by love is 
Cum tu, Ludia (Horace, 1.13). In this ode, Horace tells ofthejealousythat love can 
spawn. Likewise, in Quis multa gracilis, Horace dedicates himself to love. He uses 
allusions, including the sea, to tell of his turbulent bouts of infatuation (Horace, 
1.5). Horace further laments his lost loves in Mater saeva cupidinum, speaking 
specifically of one woman that will forever plague his memory (Horace, 1.19). In 
Vitus inuelo, Horace reveals his frustration at a lover running from her pursuer 
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lis lost loves in Mater saeva cupidinum, speaking 
:will forever plague his memory (Horace, 1.19). In 
is frustration at a lover running from her pursuer 
(Horace, 1.23). One of Horace's favorite approaches to love poetry is offering advice 
to lovers gone astray. In Nondum subacta, Horace consoles a young man with a 
love that is of yet unrequited (Horace, 2.5). Horace evokes the use of the paraclau­
sithyron technique in his poems as well, speaking of lovers which have been cruelly 
shut out in the cold. This literary method is employed in Extremum tanain, when 
Horace appears to speak of his own cruel dismissal from a lover's door (Horace, 
3.10). He also uses this theme of exiled love in Audivere, Lyce, in which he openly 
chastises the forgotten woman for scaring her man away with her hideous, elderly 
appearance (Horace, 4.13). Perhaps one of the most striking references to love 
found throughout the odes is Ne sit ancilla (Horace, 2-4). This ode is extraordinary, 
not only for the Horace's use of many allusions woven together but also for its ap­
parent opposition to the Augustan refonnation, a topic that Horace typically seems 
to favor. 
Horace first uses the images of heroic loves to convey his belief 
that any love is justified and circumvents class (Horace 2-4). However, at a deeper 
level, Horace also uses this ode to show, in a "bantering tone" his disapproval of 
Augustus' refonn toward a moral society (Horace in Diotima, 13). Horace begins 
his ode by reassuring Xanthus that a love for a slave girl is not worthy of shame 
(Horace,2-4-1-2). This revelation is directly counter to the Augustan movement of 
the time, in which Octavian attempted to institute new branches of thought, history, 
language and culture. One of the new instigations implemented by Augustus was a 
type of moral refonn. This moral refonn entailed proliferation within one's social 
class. 
The history of Rome is riddled with casual affairs between aristoc­
racy and slaves. With Rome's steady expansion southward and a steady influx of 
slaves, many of whom were once from noble families, these careless escapades re­
sulted in a steady decline in noble Roman births. Therefore, one ofAugustus' goals 
was repopulating the patrician population (Horace in Diotima, 12). 
Horace counters this movement with his support ofXanthus'love 
for Phyllis (Horace, 2-4-1, 13). However, Horace partially masks his disdain for the 
moral refonn by characterizing Xanthus as a Phocian foreigner (Horace, 2-4.1; 
Horace in Diotima, 13). Horace next emphasizes his point by relating several stories 
of heroic love affairs between those of noble (or even deified) birth and slaves. He 





first relates the story ofAchilles' love for Briseis. Briseis was the reward allotted to 
Achilles after his triumph in war (Horace in Diotima, 13). However, Horace ele­
vates her status by implying that Briseis was not simply material property but the 
love ofAchilles. Though Briseis was a slave-girl, Achilles was still moved by her 
"white skin" (Horace, 242-4). This allusion to skin color also serves to mask 
Horace's support for lower classes, for most slaves would have dark, not white, skin. 
Therefore, by characterizing Briseis as having the skin of a woman, Horace is, in 
effect, elevating her station. It is also noteworthy that Horace refers to Achilles as 
"arrogant", perhaps implying that love across the classes and the problems inherent 
within is not easily accomplished (Horace, 242) This is possibly due to the reaction 
ofAchilles to the eventual loss of Briseis to Agamemnon, as related in Greek litera­
ture. This loss almost leads to war, for Achilles is deeply wounded, not by the loss 
of his love but by the loss of his status symbol (Horace in Diotima, 13). Horace fur­
ther exemplifies this point with his mention of both Ajax and Agamemnon, "the son 
of Atreus" (Horace, 247; West, 158). 
Horace first refers to the love between Tecmessa and Ajax 
(Horace,24s-6). Tecmessa was a captured slave from a town adjacent to Troy and 
she was allotted to Ajax, "son of Oileus" (West, 158). Though Horace uses 
Tecmessa as a symbol oflove, he dutifully notes that Ajax is her master, not simply 
her husband, lover or friend. First and foremost, he is a controller and she has no 
say in any of their actions (Horace, 2.4.5-6). Agamemnon is next among the list of 
restraining loves. "In his hour of triumph the son ofAtreas burned for the maid 
who was ravished" (Horace, 247-8). This maid who captured the eye ofAgamem­
non was Cassandra, the daughter of Priam (Horace in Diotima, 13). With this ex­
ample, Horace employs a new transcention of social classes, that of the common 
man and the royal woman changed to the master and the slave captive. Priam is the 
king ofTroy and after the sack ofTroy, Cassandra is demoted from royalty to slav­
ery. The specific use of the word "ravished" shows that Homer's concept of love 
between master and slave is not mutual but rather a submissive, passive act in 
which the former achieves all of his desires and the latter has no input nor civil lib­
erties (Horace, 249). The specific use of the imagery of rape is so vivid that it is 
easy to discern Horace's disregard for neither slave rights, nor the overall rights of 
women as a whole. He further emphasizes the fall ofTroy with his discussion of 
"the Thessalian victor" (Achilles) as well as the removal of Hector, the brother of 
Aeneas (Horace, 2-4-9-12). Horace evokes vivid irru 
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Aeneas (Horace, 2-4.9-12). Horace evokes vivid imagery in this description, with 
his use of the "barbarian squadrons" and the use of the phrase "raze Troy to the 
ground" (Horace, 2-4-9, 12). This phrasing is very interesting when one notes that 
the barbarians Horace refers to are the people ofTroy, the future founders of Rome 
and the heritage of the Augustan empire. 
Horace proceeds with his avocation of the affair between Xanthus 
and Phyllis in stanza 3, where he notes that Phyllis has parents of high stature and 
would be a wonderful asset to the family (Horace, 2-4-13-16). He further empha­
sizes the high standing of the family when he calls them "royal" and implies that 
Phyllis' slavery is, in fact, the work of vengeful gods (Horace, 2-4.15-16). In this 
way, Horace is able to connect the predicament of Phyllis with the historical allu­
sion ofAgamemnon and Cassandra, reiterating that love among individuals of no­
ble birth, despite their current predicament, is not to be scorned. 
Horace uses stanza 4 as a bridge between the aforementioned love 
affairs and his own life. He begins by noting that the origins of love are never 
wrong, as long as the heart has joy. The ancestral background should not be the 
differentiator of love and hate. He further emphasizes that the poor origins of 
Phyllis cannot be true, for she is faithful, beloved and unmercenary (Horace, 2.4.17­
20). Horace's use ofthe phrasing "comes from the gutter" both reiterates and 
breaks down his theme in the ode (Horace, 2-4.18). While Horace stresses that 
Xanthus should love Phyllis despite her station in life, he also implies that one as 
beautiful as her could never be of a lower station through the use of a fairly crass 
association: the gutter. In this way, he conveys that he does not wholeheartedly 
support Xanthus' love unconditionally; he only assumes that the love of Xanthus 
conforms to societal conditions. 
Horace closes the ode by dispelling any misconceptions about his 
reasons for composition. He informs Xanthus that he is in no way interested in 
Phyllis, for he is too aged to fathom such thoughts. However, even with age, he is 
able to see the beauty which draws Xanthus to Phyllis (Horace, 2-4.21-24). 
While Horace's Ne sit ancilla fits into his genre of poetry, with its 
style and references to specific persons and mythical allusions, along with the gen­
eral theme of love, it also stands alone as a critique of the Augustan way of life. 
Though Horace chooses to mask some of the disagreements with the Octavian rule, 
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they are nonetheless apparent when one carefully analyzes the poem, not only for 
its content but also for its underlying meaning. Though the overall message of 
poem could be construed as a positive glimpse at the Augustan way of life, further 
inspection reveals that, though Horace no doubt used his poetry as Augustan 
propaganda, he also had his own mind and chose to disagree on some of Octavian's 
decisions as ruler. 
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